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FRAME SYNCHRONISATION IN THE IUB/IUR INTERFACE OF A UTRAN 



Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to frame synchronisation in a radio access network and in 
particular to frame synchronisation between a Radio Network Controller and a NodeB 
of a UMTS Radio Access Network (UTRAN). 

Background to the invention 

The Third Generation Partnership Project group, known as 3GPP, is involved in 
ongoing standardisation work on the WCDMA group of protocols referred to as UMTS 
or 3G. A UMTS operator network can be separated into a number of major 
components, namely one or more core networks which are responsible for setting up 
and controlling user sessions, and a UMTS Radio Access Network (UTRAN) which 
controls access to the air interface. The architecture of a UTRAN is illustrated 
schematically in Figure 1. The interface between the UTRAN and the user equipment 
(UE) is provided by nodes referred to as 'NodeBs". The NodeBs are responsible for 
transmitting and receiving data over the air interface and are controlled by Radio 
Network Controllers (RNCs). User and control data is routed between UEs and a core 
network via the NodeBs and the RNCs. The interface between a NodeB and an RNC is 
referred to as the Iub interface. 

There are situations in which the same data may be transmitted between a given UE and 
an RNC via two or more NodeBs. This is referred to as Diversity Handover Function 
(DHO). The NodeBs may be controlled by the same or different RNCs. In the latter 
case, data is routed to the controlling (or serving) RNC via a drift RNC. The interface 
between the serving and the drift RNC is referred to as the Iur interface. Both scenarios 
are illustrated in Figure 1. 

The user-plane protocols between an RNC, NodeB, and UE are illustrated schematically 
in Figure 2. One job of these (UP) protocols is the implementation of a Frame 
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Synchronization function which takes care of the timing of frames over the Iub interface 
between an RNC and the associated NodeB 's. An important function influencing 
Frame Synchronization is the handling of the DHO scenario in which the same frames 
are transmitted over a number of legs, some of which also may be relayed via a Drift 
RNC over the Iur interface. In the downlink direction, as the transmission over the air 
has to be synchronized, the Frame Synchronization function has to make sure that 
copies of the same frame received over different Iub's/Iur's with differing delays are 
received on time for sending. Figure 3 illustrates the frame synchronisation window at 
a NodeB in relation to the (DL) radio frame structure, where the time taken to process a 
frame at the NodeB is defined as Tproc. In the uplink direction, the serving RNC must 
coordinate the receipt of identical frames received over the different Iub's/Iur's, and 
again the Frame Synchronization function must ensure that frames are received at the 
serving RNC on time. 

Considering further the downlink direction, a certain frame with an associated CFN 
number must be transmitted over the air at a given time. If there are several NodeBs 
and Iub/Iur links involved, all NodeBs have to transmit that particular frame at the same 
time. Assuming that the delays over the Iub links differ, the serving RNC must send the 
frame with a sufficient time-offset, so that the frames are received at all transmitting 
NodeBs on time. Those NodeBs "behind" a fast Iub link must buffer the frames until 
the scheduled time for transmission. 

To supervise this function, 3GPP TS 25.402 specifies parameters defining a "Receiving 
Window", which facilitates monitoring of whether frames are received early or late at a 
NodeB. These parameters are illustrated in Figure 3. The window serves as a 'target' 
so that ToAWS (Time of Arrival Window Start point) defines the earliest point and the 
minimum buffering capability needed by the NodeB, while the ToAWE (Time of 
Arrival Window End point) defines the latest 'desired' arrival time of a frame. Frames 
received during the period between ToAWE and a LtoA (Latest Time of Arrival) point 
are considered late, but not too late for transmission. Frames received after LtoA are 
discarded The standard specifies how the NodeB shall report to the RNC in case the 
frames are received outside the widow, so that the RNC can adapt its offset accordingly: 
for each frame received outside the Receiving Window, the NodeB shall respond with a 
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"T iming Adjustment" frame, indicating the ToA (Time of Arrival) of the frame, so that 
the serving RNC can adjust its offsets. 

In order to make sure that all NodeBs receive frames on time, the Frame 
Synchronization must be in a "worst-case" mode, where the Iub/Iur "leg" with the worst 
delay is ruling the offset A similar approach may be applied to ensure frame 
synchronisation in the uplink direction. 

The standard 25.402 supports certain tools for Timing adjustment and ToA monitoring 
on the Iub/Iur interfaces. One such tool simply involves trusting the "Receiving 
Window" function as described above. However, in order to receive frequent and 
trustworthy measurements of the frame-arrival process, it would be necessary to define 
a very narrow window such that frequent feedback from the receiving node (RNC or 
NodeB) is achieved. This is far from ideal, as to do so would generate a lot of reverse 
link traffic. With very small windows, the messages from different receiving nodes 
could also be ambiguous, with one receiving node reporting a need to reduce the offset, 
while another is reporting a need to increase it. In practice, a rather large window 
(based on pre-configured parameters settable by the operator) tends to be defined. 
Timing adjustments are assumed to be very rare. Thus, the window- mechanism is not 
used in practice for offset tuning - rather it is used as a tool for recovering from fault 
events. Of course the result of adopting this approach is that there is no means for 
actively monitoring and adapting the offset timing in real or near real-time, and the 
offset delay used for frame synchronisation is likely to unnecessarily delay the end-to- 
end transfer of data, especially during periods of relatively light loading of the data link 
(or a favourable transport topology). 

A second tool for determining timing adjustments involves using DL Synchronization 
Control frames. The specification 25.402 defines that the NodeB must always respond 
to the receipt of such a frame with a UL Synchronization Control frame including the 
value of the ToA of the DL Synchronization Control frame. However, the DL 
Synchronization Control frames can only be sent when no DL data frames are sent 
This means that the ToA monitored with this procedure does not provide a reliable 
measure of the 4< true" ToA characteristics of data frames. In addition, in order to obtain 
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high quality statistics of the ToA process, it would be necessary to perform frequent 
ToA measurements. A procedure using DL Synchronization Control frames would 
result in excessive extra traffic in both the up- and downlink directions. For an "active" 
connection with a lot of traffic, it is not possible to use this function. It is noted that 
there is no standardised solution for the uplink direction, equivalent to this approach. 
Uplink solutions are vendor specific. 

Summary of the Invention 

The current solution for achieving frame synchronisation has a major drawback, namely 
the potential unnecessary buffering and delays in both uplink and downlink. A 
hypothesis put forward here is that different RAB types (and traffic sources) place 
different demands on the delay and on the Frame Synchronization procedure. Whilst 
current Frame Synchronization designs may be very well suited for speech, these 
designs do not necessarily provide the best possible service for Acknowledged Mode 
(AM) bearers, transporting for example data. 

Speech services belong to the "Conversational" class in terms of QoS classification. 
This QoS class has the most stringent delay requirements regarding delay and delay 
jittering. Speech services should be prioritised over Iub interface, resulting in tight 
delay requirements for Speech. Relative to other services, the delay offsets are therefore 
most stringent for Speech services. Speech services are typically realised using TM 
bearers, although this need not be the case (e.g. Voice over IP). 

Speech is particularly sensitive to delay jittering, due to limited buffering in the end-to- 
end path between the speech encoder and decoder. Once the speech encoder-decoder 
pair is synchronized to a given (one way) delay, large jittering may cause frames to be 
lost resulting in a reduction of the subjective speech quality. It is therefore most 
important to maintain the delay and pacing of the transfer, as in the current Frame 
Synchronization solutions. The absolute delay is of less importance given the 
insensitivity of human perception to short delays (e.g. less than 150ms) in verbal 
communication. However, the acceptable delay variation (jitter) during a call is limited 
to 1 ms. 
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Packet Switched (PS) bearers belonging to the Interactive or Streaming class have 
relatively loose requirements on delay. PS bearers can therefore be realized using the 
AM mode, in order to increase radio resource efficiency. Due to the non-stringent 
formal requirements on delay, the offset related to Frame Synchronization can be set to 
rather loose values. 

Due to the loose delay requirements in terms of QoS, a common misconception is to 
assume that packet-data performance is non-sensitive to delay. Indeed, packet-data 
services work also over high-latency connections, but the performance is critically 
dependent on the latency. This is particularly true for highly interactive traffic such 
Telnet, which is characterized by its request-response nature. In the case of gaming 
applications, it well known that players behind low- latency connections have a 
competitive edge over players experiencing long delays. In addition, we note that also 
web-traffic and FTP transfers suffer if the end-to-end delay is high. In these cases, it is 
not only the slow response to human action that matters (as in gaming and Telnet), but 
also the requirements set by the TCP protocol. TCP performance is highly dependent 
on the end-to-end delay through its congestion control mechanisms and TCP session 
setup and release procedures. 

Thus, compared to Speech services, packet data services are much less sensitive to jitter, 
but potentially more sensitive to delay. There is therefore a strong incentive to provide 
the lowest link latency for packet-data bearers that can be supported at any moment of 
time, even if some delay jittering would be the cost 

According to a first aspect of the present invention there is provided a method of 
transporting data over the Iub/Iur interface of a UMTS Terrestrial Radio Access 
Network, UTRAN, in which frame synchronisation at the receiving node is achieved by 
delaying the sending of data frames from the sending node by an offset delay, the 
method comprising: 

for speech services, defining said offset delay as a substantially fixed delay; and 
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for data services, defining an initial offset delay and dynamically varying the 
delay at the sending node based upon Time of Arrival feedback received from the 
receiving node, to optimise the offset delay value. 

According to a second aspect of the present invention there is provided a node for use in 
a UMTS Terrestrial Radio Access Network, UTRAN, the node comprising: 

means for transmitting data frames to one or more receiving nodes via Iub/Iur 
interfaces with an initial timing offset; and 

means for applying dynamically varying the offset for data services based upon 
Time of Arrival feedback received from the receiving node(s), whilst maintaining the 
timing offset substantially constant for speech services. 

It is an object of the present invention to overcome or at least mitigate the disadvantages 
of known frame synchronisation techniques over the Iur/Iub interfaces. This and other 
objects are achieved by providing processes which enable a more continuous 
monitoring of the ToAs of frames at the receiver. 

According to a second aspect of the present invention there is provided a method of 
optimising the timing offsets with which data frames are transmitted over the Iur/Iub 
interfaces of a UMTS Terrestrial Radio Access Network, UTRAN, the method 
comprising: 

for a given Iur/Iub interface or set of Iur/Iub interfaces over which identical user 
plane data is to be sent, defining a duration of a data frame receiving window for use by 
the receiving node(s); 

transmitting data frames from a sending node with an initial timing offset; 

reducing the timing offset at the sending node in a stepwise manner; and 

adjusting the timing offset at the sending node in response to the receipt of late 
Time of Arrival error reports at the sending node. 

In certain embodiments of the present invention, the initial timing offset may be set to a 
value sufficient to ensure a likelihood that the frames will be received at the or each 
receiving node within the defined receiving window. In other embodiments, the initial 
timing offset may be set to a value short enough to ensure a likelihood that early frames 
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are received outside of that defined window, thus triggering the sending of a late Time 
of Arrival error report 

According to a third aspect of the present invention there is provided a method of 
optimising the timing offsets with which data frames are transmitted over the Iur/Iub 
interfaces of a UMTS Terrestrial Radio Access Network, UTRAN, the method 
comprising: 

for a given Iur/Iub interface or set of Iur/Iub interfaces over which identical user 
plane data is to be sent, defining a duration of a data frame receiving window for use by 
the receiving node(s); 

transmitting data frames from a sending node with an initial timing offset; 

at the or each receiving node, collecting and/or computing Time of Arrival 
statistics for received data frames; 

periodically reporting said statistics to the sending node; and 

adjusting the timing offset at the sending node on the basis of the received 
statistics. 

The statistics collected at a receiving node may be any suitable statistics relating to 
Times of Arrival. Preferably, these include one or more of; the mean, minimum, 
maximum, and variance of Times Of Arrival for data frames received during some time 
period, that time period typically being the time period since the last statistics report 
was sent to the sending node. 

The method may comprise sending from the sending node to the or each receiving node 
instructions identifying the statistics to be collected at the receiving node and sent to the 
sending node. The instructions may identify the regularity with which the statistics 
must be sent, or events defining when the statistics should be sent (e.g. upon a change in 
one or more parameters). 

The method may comprise sending polling requests from the sending node to the or 
each receiving node instructing the return of statistics. 
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The sending node may be one of a Radio Network Controller , RNC, or a NodeB. The 
or each receiving node will be the other of an RNC or NodeB. The different aspects of 
the present invention may be applied in one or both of the uplink and downlink 
directions. 

The different aspects of the present invention are particularly applicable in a Macro 
Diversity scenario, where identical user plane data is being transmitted between User 
Equipment, UE, and an RNC via two or more NodeBs. 

Adjustment of the timing offset is performed by intelligence implemented at the sending 
node. The offset may be varied using some predefined algorithm and the information 
received from the or each receiving node. 

According to a fourth aspect of the present invention there is provided a node for use in 

a UMTS Terrestrial Radio Access Network, UTRAN, the node comprising: 

means for transmitting data frames to one or more receiving nodes via Iub/Iur 

interfaces with an initial timing offset; 

means for reducing the timing offset in a stepwise manner, and 

means for adjusting the timing offset in response to the receipt of late Time of 

Arrival error reports. 

According to a fifth aspect of the present invention there is provided a node for use in a 
UMTS Terrestrial Radio Access Network, UTRAN, the node comprising: 

means for transmitting data frames to one or more receiving nodes via Iub/Iur 
interfaces with an initial timing offset; and 

means for receiving statistical data sent periodically from the or each receiving 
node and relating to the Times of Arrival of data frames at respective receiving nodes, 
and for adjusting the timing offset on the basis of the received statistics. 

The node of the third or fourth aspect of the present invention may be a Radio Network 
Controller or a NodeB. 
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The terminology used here to define the communications network and the radio access 
network is specific to 3G, i.e. UMTS, UTRAN, and Iub/Iur. However, the skilled 
person will appreciate that the present invention is also applicable to enhancements and 
successors of 3G, including 4G, whatever the terminology used in the relevant standards 
and protocols to describe equivalent components and interfaces. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

Figure 1 illustrates schematically a UTRAN of a UMTS network; 

Figure 2 illustrates schematically the user plane protocols providing for communication 

between an RNC, NodeB, and UE of the UTRAN of Figure 1; 

Figure 3 illustrates frame synchronisation requirements at an RNC or NodeB of the 
UTRAN of Figure 1; 

Figure 4 illustrates schematically a timing offset optimisation procedure according to a 
first embodiment of the present invention; and 

Figure 5 illustrates schematically a procedure for optimising timing offsets according to 
a second embodiment of the present invention. 

Detailed Description of Certain Embodiments of the Present Invention 

The comparably low sensitivity to jittering for packet switched services has made it 
possible to realize packet switched domain bearers using the Acknowledged Mode 
RLC. By itself, AM-mode typically also introduces delay jittering, since SDUs 
suffering from transmission losses are delayed until re-transmissions repair them. In- 
sequence delivery further increases the traffic burstiness over the RAB egress Service 
Access Point (SAP). Burstiness is in fact an inherent feature of IP traffic, due to the 
non-existent QoS guarantees in today's IP backbone networks. In case there are some 
end-to-end requirements on the delay of the packets, as for Streaming applications, 
these requirements are typically handled by buffering before play-out. 

In addition, it is noted that no strict pacing of the Frames towards the AM RLC is 
required. This is true, since the AM RLC cannot maintain any paced delivery over its 
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egress SAPs. At times of low Frame Protocol latency, the RLC round trip time (RTT) 
could be shortened, and the end-to-end perception of the service would be improved. 

The requirement for setting the offset delay for frame transmissions over the Iub/Iur 
interface in the UTRAN has been discussed above with reference to Figures 1 to 3. It 
will be appreciated that for minimal end-to-end data transmission delay with rare frame 
losses, as is desirable for packet data services, it is desirable to have the frames received 
as close to the Latest Time of Arrival (LtoA) as possible (see Figure 3) with rare 
receptions in the "Too Late" region. As noted above, the existing procedures for setting 
the oflEset delay do not provide efficient means to achieve this in an optimal way. Either 
ToA data is received by the frame sender only rarely, so that only a very prudent 
solution with excessive offsets is feasible, or it is necessary to send significant extra 
measurement traffic over the Iub/Iur. 

A first preferred solution provides for an adaptive transmission offset control method, 
by which the delay over the Iub/Iur is continuously adapted to the prevailing conditions 
in the transport network. Using this method, the lowest possible delay - at any point in 
time and for any transport network topology - can in principle be achieved. The 
ToAWE limit is continuously challenged by successively (but slowly) decreasing the 
transmission offset at the sending node, with Timing Adjustment Frames being issued 
by the receiving node when frames are received after the ToAWE point When a 
Timing Adjustment Frame is received by the sending node, the timing offset is 
increased with an amount which is large relative to a single reduction step. 

The procedure is illustrated in Figure 4. The lowest limit of the offset is continually 
probed at the sending node by decreasing the offset by an amount or step a for each 
successively transmitted frame. When the limit is hit, i.e. a first frame is received after 
ToAWE and a Timing Adjustment Frame received by the sending node, the offset is 
increased by a step p (where P = ka and k is a constant greater than 1). Note that the 
average number of Timing Adjustment Frames relative to the number of data frames 
can be determined from the fraction a/p. Note also that the variance of the transport 
network delay should preferably be reflected in the steps of a and P: if the delay 
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variations are very low, the method can be operated with very small steps, i.e. arriving 
at a stable operating point very close to the "optimal" offset 

The steps a and P may be of fixed size, or one or both may be of variable size. In the 
latter case, the step size may be varied adaptively, depending upon feedback timing 
information received at the sending node from the receiving node. 

The mechanism proposed here is applicable using the Release99 version of 3G 
standards 25.402, 25.427 and 25.435. Of course the mechanism is also likely to be 
applicable to later versions and to other standards. 

An alternative solution to the problem of optimising frame synchronisation is to define 
and implement a measurement function at a receiving node (e.g. NodeB) which, for 
each Transport Bearer, monitors the ToA process, and reports statistics of the arrival 
process to the sending node (e.g. RNC). These statistics will typically be collected over 
some predefined time period. Based on the received statistical information, intelligence 
at the RNC will judge if there are reasons to increase or decrease the timing offset This 
is illustrated schematically in Figure 5. 

The statistical information of the ToA process might be any standard statistical 
information. However, useful and easy to produce examples are the mean, minimum 
and maximum values of the ToA, and possibly the variance, over the predefined period. 
Using the received statistics, it is easy for the sending node to decide if the timing offset 
can be reduced, or if it must be increased. 

Based on the received ToA statistics, the receiving node may decide to trade Frame 
Handling reliability for transmission delay: If a certain proportion of frame losses is 
acceptable, the sending node may decide to set the offset so that a certain percentile of 
transmitted frames **hit" the receiving node in the 'Too Late" region. This contrasts 
with the conventional approach which is to set the offset so that frames never, or only 
very rarely (e.g. in the event of a fault) arrive in this region. 



WO 2005/055471 



PCT7EP2003/050881 



12 

The statistical reporting function implemented at the receiving node shall be 
configurable by the sending node. It shall be possible to enable or disable 
measurements. It shall also be possible to define the period over which the 
measurement reports are collected, and when they are sent. For example, the function 
may be configured such that a ToA Measurement Report shall be transmitted in the 
uplink after each block of 100 DL frames. Optionally, it shall be possible to define the 
period relative to the CFN, which is increasing irrespective of whether or not data is 
transmitted. 



